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ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

How can we prove that fiber-based 
broadband delivers economic 
benefits? 

At the 2011 FTTH Conference in 
Orlando, Fla., David Russell, the so-
lutions marketing director for access 
equipment vendor Calix and an indus-
try spokesman and leader, showed that 
proving fiber’s benefits can be extremely 
difficult and challenged the audience to 
come up with better methods of proof. 
(See “FTTH Lights the Economy” in 
the November/December 2011 issue of 
this magazine.) 

Graham Richard, another indus-
try leader and a former mayor of Fort 
Wayne, Ind., commented in a May 2011 
interview with James Lardner: “From 
the point of view of retaining and gain-
ing jobs, I can give you example after 
example.… What I don’t have is a long-
term, double-blind study that says it was 
just broadband.” However, “as a leader, 
sometimes you go with your gut,” Rich-
ard said, adding that his gut tells him 
infrastructure investments are “probably 
the most long-lasting and important de-
cisions that local leaders make.” 

THE CHALLENGES
Proving the economic benefits of broad-
band is challenging because broadband 
is never the only factor. For example, a 
business chooses a site based not only 
on broadband but also on location, in-
centives, affinities and so forth. Broad-
band can play an important part, but 
the other factors make it hard to assess 

Proving the Link Between 
Broadband and Economic  
Development 
To make a convincing case for building next-generation broadband,  
communities must share information about the benefits broadband delivers. 

broadband’s impact. Similarly, increases 
in wage scales or in higher-paying jobs in 
an area may be due to an upturn in the 
economy in general or to the emergence 
of a new sector in the economy that is 
helping everyone. How much is due to 
broadband is difficult to determine.

In addition, definitions of suc-
cess may differ. Not everyone is trying 
to land a large industry or call center. 
For example, Pam Lehmann, the head 
of economic development for Lac Qui 
Parle County, Minn., pointed out to 
me that helping residents stay in a rural 
area can be as important as new com-
panies’ coming into the area. Lac Qui 
Parle’s economic development efforts 
are geared as much to providing services 
and opportunities for existing residents 
as to attracting new employers. Measur-
ing that kind of success is tricky.

In the last few years, economic stud-
ies and surveys have begun to accumu-
late evidence that broadband generates 
economic growth and better broadband 
generates more growth. Many of those 
studies have been discussed in this mag-
azine, so I won’t go into them here other 
than to suggest that all stakeholders 
continue to educate themselves about 
these findings. Here, I’d like to suggest 
how to use anecdotal information to 
help make the case for broadband and to 
derive the greatest benefit from broad-
band networks.

EXAMPLES 
I am fortunate to work with people 
I like, but I see them only every other 
month or so. Most of my work is done 
over the Internet and cell phones, which 
would not be possible without high-

How much economic success is due to broadband 
is difficult to measure – especially as definitions of 

success may differ from place to place.
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speed Internet access. I am exhibit one, 
a person able to work from home (or 
hotel) because of broadband, but I’m far 
from the only example.

Washington State University re-
searchers recently completed case stud-
ies of seven people who were able to 
stay in their small towns only because 
high-speed Internet was available. One 
was a teleworker, as I am. Another was 
a sole proprietor, a third was a start-up 
entrepreneur and a fourth opened a 
branch office of his employer’s business. 
Others benefited from business growth, 
business relocation or outsourcing made 
possible by broadband.

I am sure we could find even more 
kinds of examples in Chattanooga, 
Tenn.  – recently named one of the 
world’s seven most intelligent commu-
nities by the Intelligent Community 
Forum – which provides ideas and guid-
ance as it uses broadband to turn itself 
into a technology and innovation hub. 

Chattanooga is also a leader in using 
broadband for smart-grid technology. 
As I know from working with smart 
meter/smart grid projects, the more fiber 
there is available and the closer it is to 
customer premises, the more opportuni-
ties utilities have to save large amounts 
of money for customers and themselves 
and to benefit the environment. 

The Milken Institute, an economic 
think tank, ranks the top-performing 
cities in the nation by job creation, job 
retention, economic growth, wages and 
other measures. Figure 1 shows the 
Milken list of the top 15 small cities, to-
gether with information that I collected 
from the National Broadband Map 
about broadband availability.

All these cities have good Internet 
speeds and quite a bit of competition. 
City officials from several of these cit-
ies told me they didn’t dwell on Internet 
speeds in discussions with potential new 
businesses. Rather, they made sure any 
prospective company knew that adequate 
broadband was available, then moved on 
to other economic development topics. 
Having adequate speed was critical so 
that broadband wouldn’t be a negative.

Shaun Arneson, vice president of the 
Iowa Lakes Corridor Development 

Corporation, says broadband is a key 
piece of the economic development pack-
age and is coordinated with other pieces 
to make a package that is extremely 
strong. When Paul Froutan, director of 
hardware operations for Google, made 
the decision to open a facility in the area, 
he noted, “In Council Bluffs, Iowa, we 
found one of the best locations around 
the world with the right combination 
of infrastructure capacity and other re-
sources to support an Internet data cen-
ter of this size.” Again, broadband wasn’t 
the only factor, but it had to be in place 
for other factors to work. 

Rochelle, Ill., deployed fiber in the 
early years of broadband and used that 
to appeal to businesses that needed high 
capacity. In 2007, Allstate Insurance 
agreed to build a 50,000-square-foot 
data center in Rochelle’s technology 

park – a development that Rochelle 
City Manager Ken Alberts said would 
help the city’s efforts to attract high-tech 
jobs and technology-based companies. 
Again, broadband wasn’t the only factor 
that brought this company to Rochelle, 
but it was an important factor.

Midwest TeleServices Interna-
tional decided to locate a call center 
in Moulton, Iowa, and celebrated its 
grand opening in January 2012. An Au-
gust 2011 article in the Daily Iowegian 
highlights two factors that attracted 
Midwest TeleServices: Moulton’s work-
force and the fiber that Farmer’s Mutual 
Telephone Co. had deployed.

Yet another way to measure success 
is negatively – by not being left behind. 
Could a person be unable to sell a house 
because of a lack of high-speed Internet 
access? If a city doesn’t have broadband, 

Broadband is coordinated with other aspects  
of economic development to make a package  

that is extremely strong.

RANK CITY

TOP 
ADVERTISED 
BROADBAND 
SPEED (MBPS)

PROVIDER

NUMBER OF 
PROVIDERS 
OFFERING > 

3 Mbps

1 Logan, UT 50 – 100 Comcast 4

2 Bismarck, ND 50 – 100 Midcontinent 3

3 Morgantown, WV 50 – 100 Comcast 4

4 College Station, TX 50 – 100 Suddenlink 2

5 Ithaca, NY 50 – 100 Time Warner 3

6 Lebanon, PA 1,000 Level 3 5

7 Fargo, ND 10 – 25 Cable One 4

8 Iowa City, IA 50 – 100 Mediacom 5

9 Longview, TX 10 – 25 Longview 3

10 State College, PA 100 – 1,000 Getwireless 4

11 Warner Robbins, GA 25 – 50 Cox 4

12 Waco, TX 10 – 25 Grande 10

13 Las Cruces, NM 10 – 25 Comcast 5

14 Charlottsville, VA 1,000 Level 3 4

15 Dubuque, IA 10 – 25 Mediacom 4
Figure 1: Small cities rated as top performers by the Milken Institute
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will jobs just go to other places? Will 
those who can’t communicate with their 
doctors from home miss opportunities to 
take control of their health? Fear of the 
negative isn’t always the best motivator 
– but it has its place in this discussion.

BEST PRACTICES
People are using broadband successfully 
to make a difference in their communi-
ties. Some of these are methods that we 
can all consider for our own areas.

Gig Tank: Chattanooga leads the 
way in a lot of areas, and this is another 
one. The city has annual 48-hour entre-
preneurial blitzes that bring the neces-
sary expertise together to help people 
start businesses. A start-up accelerator 
takes advantage of and highlights the 
city’s gigabit-level broadband. 

Incubators can also help businesses 
start and succeed. They can take advan-
tage of and highlight broadband and 
promote technology businesses. There 
are challenges, but there can also be 
grant dollars and community excite-
ment. I have worked with setting up in-
cubators and using broadband to help. 
It is exciting but needs a lot of planning, 
commitment and sources of financing.

Computer Commuter: To help 
people become more comfortable with 
computers so they could take advantage 
of broadband, Lac Qui Parle County de-
veloped a computer training center on 
wheels. 

Regional Broadband Planning: 
Many areas of the country are forming 
regional groups to promote broadband 
deployment, adoption and economic 
development. These can be at the level 
of the state, county, group of counties 
or cities, geographic region and so forth. 
By working with several of these groups, 
I have become convinced of their im-
portance in defining regional goals and 
cooperation and in bringing together re-

gional financial resources. They need a 
strong focus, goals and procedures, but 
they can do tremendous good.

EXTENDING THE CHALLENGE
Proving the role of broadband helps mu-
nicipalities, institutions and companies 
know what they need to do to ensure 
they have adequate broadband. The fi-
nancial costs can be significant, and the 
better the industry can define the bene-
fits, the easier it is for participants to get 
involved and commit capital. However, 
that proof is nuanced and takes work.

I was impressed by David Russell’s 
challenge at the FTTH Conference. 
Now I would like to extend this chal-
lenge to you. A lot of work is being done 
on this subject – research, surveys, eco-
nomic development teams and regional 
teams working, companies making de-
cisions, best practices – and industry 
members should work together to share 
the results.

I am volunteering to set up a clearing-
house for information on broadband suc-
cess stories. If you hear of a research effort 
about broadband, email me about it, and 
I will include it. If you hear of an eco-
nomic development effort that involves 
broadband, email me, and I will keep 
track of it. If you hear of a company that 
made a location decision (either to newly 
locate or to stay) and broadband was part 
of the decision, please let me know. If you 
hear of something that a municipality or 
company is doing that involves the pro-
motion or use of broadband (a best prac-
tice), please send me a quick email.

I will verify the information, post 
it on the NewCom website, www.new-
comtech.com, and help publicize it. In-
formation coming in from all across the 
country will help people keep moving 
forward to prove the economic benefits 
of broadband. Thank you for your help, 
and keep up the good work. v

ECONOMIC DEVELOPMENT 

Sharing best practices can help all  
communities make good use of their  

advanced broadband networks.


